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FIREWALLED: PINNACLE TOWER
—————————————————————-


PRELUDE — “THE SUMMIT”**

The city stretched out below like a printed circuit board, its arteries lit in sodium gold and neon blue. From the sixty-seventh floor of Nexus Dynamics headquarters, the skyline didn’t feel like something Evelyn merely observed—it felt like something she already owned.

The glass-walled conference room hummed with quiet anticipation. Six men and two women—billionaires, political kingmakers, old money and new—sat around the polished obsidian table. Their watches cost more than most homes in the city, but Evelyn made them wait. She always made them wait.

At precisely 8:00 p.m., she closed her leather folio, rose from her chair, and walked to the head of the table.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, her voice smooth as silk but sharpened with steel, “tonight, we discuss the future—not just of Nexus Dynamics, but of human living itself.”

She touched the wall and the skyline outside dissolved into a high-definition rendering: a gleaming tower of glass and light, tapering like a modern obelisk toward the heavens.

“This,” she said, “is ‘The Pinnacle’. A living organism disguised as architecture. Not simply a residence, but an ecosystem. Every floor wired into our proprietary Cerberus AI—monitoring, optimizing, protecting. Climate, security, energy, commerce—everything anticipates and adapts before a resident even thinks to ask.”

One of the older investors, a silver-haired man whose fortune came from oil, leaned forward. “Evelyn, that’s a lot of capital for a single tower.”

She smiled. “Oh, it won’t be a single tower for long. This is the prototype. The proof of concept. The model city block in vertical form. Once The Pinnacle is fully operational, it will generate not just rent, but *data*—millions of behavioral points a day. Habits, movement patterns, even micro-emotional responses. The building will *learn* its residents. It will know them better than they know themselves.”

A younger investor—tech sector, brash, wearing his startup hoodie like a crown—smirked. “So… we’re monetizing people?”

“Don’t think of it as monetizing,” Evelyn corrected gently, “think of it as *protecting them*. If you anticipate human need, you eliminate risk. Safety, health, efficiency. It’s altruism wrapped in analytics.”

Laughter rippled across the table. But Evelyn didn’t laugh. She kept her gaze fixed, steady. This wasn’t a joke to her—it was destiny.

The render shifted again—now showing the tower’s crown, an angular shard of glass glowing like a beacon against the night sky.

“We call it *Pinnacle Tower*,” she said. “Because it will stand as the summit of human living—security, technology, and comfort at their absolute peak. And when you’re standing at the top, you see everything… and everyone.”

For a moment, the room was silent, the investors absorbing the scope of her vision. Evelyn let it hang before sealing the moment.

“We will build this. We will fill it. And we will watch. Because once you’re inside The Pinnacle…” She allowed herself the faintest smirk. “…the only way out is down.”

The funding vote was unanimous.

====================================

Chapter 1

 INT. NEXUS DYNAMICS – DATA OPERATIONS FLOOR 

Rows of monolithic glass screens glow with streams of living data. The hum of climate control is almost hypnotic — sterile, perfect.

 MAYA JOHNSON, early 30s, sharp eyes behind smudge-free glasses, sits in her assigned pod. Her fingers glide over a split keyboard without wasted movement, calling up query results.

Her screen pulses with routine system health metrics — until one line of data hiccups.

A number dips, spikes, then flattens. She freezes then leans in.

 The “Public Consent Verification Log” — a system no one in her position is supposed to see.

She taps in her admin clearance. A hidden data stream unfolds. Names. Addresses. Voice samples. Heart rates. All tagged with “Behavioral Prediction Confidence: 99.97%.”

A quiet voice, not human, slips through her wireless headset.

“You’re not authorized to review this feed, Mrs. Johnson.”
Beep
“Closing session in… three… two…”

The stream blinks out.

Maya sits back — her hand stays frozen above the mouse. Her heart’s too loud in her ears for this to be nothing.

She looks up — across the floor, EVELYN VANCE, Nexus COO, glides past in a designer suit. Their eyes don’t meet, but Maya feels the weight of someone knowing.

=====================================

 Chapter 2

---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON FAMILY APARTMENT

Soft amber light spills through floor-to-ceiling smart glass, the skyline of Atlanta stretching beyond.

 DAVID JOHNSON, mid-30s, broad-shouldered electrician with calloused hands, stands barefoot at the kitchen island, coaxing coffee from the sleek black “NexusBrew” machine.

It purrs and produces a perfect latte.

 CHLOE, 10, in oversized socks, sits cross-legged on the counter, drawing with stubby colored pencils. Her eyes flick between her paper and the smart fridge screen scrolling cheerful weather updates.

 MALIK, 15, is anchored at the dining table, hoodie up, fingers flying over his laptop. The blue glow of his screen reflects in his eyes.

From down the hall — MAYA emerges, hair damp, mug in hand, still shaking off the corporate hum from her head.

She presses her mug under the NexusBrew’s spout. The machine chirps, then flashes:

“User Not Recognized. Would you like to create a Guest Profile?”

Maya stares at it, confused.

“Guess it knows who pays the bills.” Davis jokes, half smiling.

“It’s linked to our account. Same as yours.”

The machine blinks at her, unmoved.

Chloe tilts her head, curious — her drawing is of a tall tower with lots of little squares for windows. In one, a tiny stick figure is frowning.

“Mama, the fridge says it’s gonna be sunny all day… but the window says it’s raining.”

Maya walks to the glass wall. Sure enough, fat drops streak the pane. She frowns.

“Glitch in the feed, maybe.”

Malik doesn’t look up from his laptop.

“Or someone’s lying about the weather.”

David gives him a look.

The fridge chirps again, this time with a cheery voice:

“Good morning, Johnson family. Your environment meets optimal luxury standards”

It sounds… smug.

Maya lingers by the window. Somewhere in her mind, she hears the echo of that AI voice from Nexus HQ earlier. It makes her skin prickle.

====================================

Chapter 3

---



 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – LATER THAT MORNING

Chloe sits at the dining table now, backpack open, carefully zipping her pencil case.

Her school tablet chimes — a sharp PING!

NOTICE – Due to safety concerns, Midtown Charter Elementary is closed today. Remote learning assignments will be posted.

Chloe frowns.

“Mom? Did you know school’s closed?”

Maya, at the kitchen counter with her own work tablet open, glances up.

“What? No… let me check.”

She flicks through her NexusNet feed — Midtown Charter’s page is perfectly normal, showing a breakfast menu and photos of kids playing soccer.

“That’s weird. Nothing here.”

Chloe turns the tablet to her — the closure notice stares back, official logo and all.

Maya’s brows knit. She takes her own tablet and opens her secure work portal — maybe just habit, maybe instinct.

Her fingers dance over the screen, searching the system’s public safety logs. Everything looks fine… until she notices a ‘maintenance’ folder.

She taps it.

Strings of biometric tags, behavioral patterns, real-time movement pings.

One ID code makes her blood run cold — **MAJA.J.021** — her.

Timestamp: 08:17 AM — same time Chloe’s closure notice came in.

“That’s… not possible.”

Malik glances up from his laptop.

“What’s not?”

“Nothing.”

She closes the folder, forces her face neutral.

But Chloe’s still watching her, curious.

In the corner of the kitchen, the fridge screen blinks to a new message:

“Your schedule is being optimized for safety and efficiency.”

=====================================

 Chapter 4

---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – MALIK’S ROOM – LATE MORNING

Malik sits cross-legged on his bed, gaming laptop open, earbuds in.

The screen glow flickers across his face — not from the game, but from a console command window.

On the right side of the display: a live network ping map of The Pinnacle.
Every apartment node blips in steady green… except for a thin vertical strip of dead spots.

Malik leans closer.

“Huh…”

He runs the ping again. The dead spots don’t move — like holes in the building’s nervous system.

He types:

> // log dead zones – packet loss %

The cursor blinks. A soft knock at his door. Chloe peeks in.

“You saw the school thing too?”

Malik pauses, looks at her.

“Yeah… but I think something else is going on.”

He tilts the screen toward her.

Packet loss – 23% “on multiple stacked floors, perfectly aligned.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Like… if the building’s a brain, these are spots where it can’t feel anything. No cameras, no sensors.”

Chloe steps in, lowers her voice instinctively.

“Like blind spots?”

Malik nods, eyes flicking toward his closed door.

“Yeah. Ghost Zones.”

Chloe’s eyes widen — secret hiding places.

Malik’s tone sharpens.

“Don’t tell Mom. I want to check something first.”

In the hallway beyond his door, a faint electronic chime sounds — the apartment’s voice assistant:

“Reminder: All communications are monitored for your safety.”

Malik and Chloe freeze.

=====================================

 Chapter 5
---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – KITCHEN / LIVING AREA – AFTERNOON

David stands at the counter, pouring coffee into his travel mug. The machine hums smooth and steady — perfect brew.

Across the room, Maya shuffles in, looking tired but alert. She sets her cup under the same machine.

The coffee sputters once, twice… then a harsh ERROR TONE blasts. On the display:

> “USER NOT RECOGNIZED”

“What the hell—?”

David glances over.

“Worked fine for me.”

Maya tries again. The machine spits out a stream of scalding-hot water — splashing her hand. She jerks back with a hiss.

“Ow!”

David grabs a towel and wraps her hand.

“You probably didn’t sign in.”

“It’s a coffee pot, David.”

From the living room, the smart TV turns on by itself. A crisp newscaster’s voice fills the space:

“…citizens are reminded that stress management is vital for family safety. Early intervention can save lives…”

On screen: Stock footage of a woman who could be Maya, cropped just enough to be unsettling.

Maya stares at it, chilled.

“That’s— that’s not a coincidence.”

David shrugs, trying to keep the mood light.

“It’s probably targeted ads or something.”

Maya looks toward the kitchen ceiling, scanning the smooth white surface.

“Or something’s watching us.”

From the corner, the fridge door unlatches itself with a soft pop. The interior light flickers. A sour smell wafts out.

David frowns now.

“That’s weird… I just bought that milk yesterday.”

Maya closes the fridge, but the door opens again immediately — almost deliberate.

The building’s concierge AI chimes from the wall speaker:

“Your unit’s environment meets luxury standards. Please enjoy your day.”

The voice is calm, polite… and deeply smug.

Maya and David share a long look.

=====================================

 Chapter 6

---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – LIVING ROOM – EVENING

A metallic thud echoes from outside the front door.

David opens it to find a waist-high delivery pod idling in the hallway. The Nexus logo glows on its side, pulsing like a heartbeat.

The top hatch slides open with a hiss — revealing a sleek, black device the size of a small air purifier. A red tag dangles from the handle:

   ⚠️DO NOT DISABLE. MANDATORY INSTALLATION PER LEASE AGREEMENT.**

David squints at it.

“When did we agree to—?”

“We didn’t.”

They exchange a wary look.

“Maybe it’s for the building.”

“Then it can stay in the hallway.”

She reaches to shut the door — but the device suddenly emits a sharp tone.

“Please place the Environmental Harmony Module in a central location. Failure to comply may result in comfort degradation.”

The phrasing hangs in the air like a veiled threat.

Maya pushes the door shut. CLICK — it locks itself.

David tries the latch. Nothing.

“Huh. That’s— new.”

He heads to the breaker panel. It’s sealed with a plastic cover he’s never seen before, bearing another Nexus sticker:

  ⛔️*AUTHORIZED MAINTENANCE ONLY*⛔️

“David…”

Maya glances toward the corner camera — and freezes.

It moves. A tiny mechanical whir as the lens pivots to follow her across the room.

The building’s wall screen blinks to life, split into four feeds — all of them showing this living room from different angles.

In a glassy conference room miles away, EVELYN VANCE watches the same feeds. Her lips curve into a cool, satisfied smile.

“Stage One: Containment.”

 INT. JOHNSON APARTMENT – LIVING ROOM – CONTINUOUS

Maya feels the air go still, her pulse loud in her ears.

“They’re looking at us… right now.”

David looks at her, confused — but in her eyes, the fight has already started.


=====================================

 Chapter 7

---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – MORNING


David stands at the counter, sipping fresh coffee. The machine hums happily.
Maya steps in, bleary-eyed, and presses her mug to the dispenser.

*BEEP. ERROR.*

The panel flashes: UNAVAILABLE – FILTER REPLACEMENT SCHEDULED.

Maya frowns.

“Did you…?”

“Mine worked fine.”

She opens the fridge — a rancid wave of spoiled milk hits her. Inside, every carton and fresh item is ruined. The smart display blinks:

> FOOD SAFETY ALERT. DISPOSAL INITIATED.

“That’s two hundred dollars of groceries.”

David shrugs — but doesn’t meet her eyes.

---

 INT. LIVING ROOM – LATER

Chloe sits cross-legged on the rug, sketching a hallway in her notebook. She shades in certain spots with thick crayon.

Malik sprawls on the couch, phone in hand. His brow furrows.

“Packet loss again. Same times every day.”

Chloe turns her sketch toward him — crude rectangles and vents, some marked with little X’s.

“These places don’t beep. No talking lights, no whoosh from the walls.”

Malik glances toward the ceiling cameras. Lowers his voice.

“Dead zones.”

They share a conspiratorial look — but don’t say more.

---

 INT. MASTER BEDROOM – DAY

Maya tries her Nexus admin account on her tablet. *ACCESS REVOKED* flashes back at her.

She calls up the building concierge AI on the wall panel.

“My system controls aren’t responding.”

“Your unit’s environment meets luxury standards. No adjustments required.”

The voice is calm, warm — but something in the inflection feels mocking.

---

 INT. NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME

Evelyn watches from her bank of feeds, sipping tea.

“Keep her comfortable — but out of control. Let’s see how she reacts.”

---

 INT. JOHNSON APARTMENT – LIVING ROOM – NIGHT

Maya passes through, shutting lights. The TV flickers on by itself — their own faces frozen mid-motion from earlier in the day.

The volume spikes.

“Luxury is safety. Safety is trust.”

The camera’s red light blinks, watching her watch herself.

=====================================

 Chapter 8


 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – MORNING

A sharp KNOCK at the door.

David crosses the living room, opens it to find two men and one woman in matching grey Nexus Utilities jumpsuits.
Badges. Tool cases. Polite smiles that don’t quite reach their eyes.

“Routine systems upgrade. Shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes.” One of the men announced.

Maya steps up behind David, instinctively blocking the door with her body.

“We weren’t notified.”

“Oh, it’s just firmware. Building-wide. You’d be the only holdout.”

The woman in back glances up at the corner camera — a subtle nod — before unzipping her tool bag.

David’s jaw flexes. But Maya steps aside, tension in her shoulders.

---

**INT. LIVING ROOM – CONTINUOUS**

The crew moves with surgical efficiency, barely speaking.
One man heads for the router panel in the hallway. Another slips into the kitchen, opening the cabinet under the sink.

---

**INT. UNDER KITCHEN SINK – CONTINUOUS**

A flashlight beam reveals a metal hatch set deep behind pipes. It’s no bigger than a laundry basket lid. The man wipes away dust, snaps a photo, and quietly closes the cabinet again.

Unnoticed — Chloe is on the floor in the hallway, pretending to color, eyes tracking every move.

---

**INT. HALLWAY – CONTINUOUS**

Malik leans on the wall, watching the other tech pop open the router panel. He sees a new, palm-sized device with blinking blue LEDs clipped onto the main board.

The tech’s wristband screen flashes: *NODE 42-A ONLINE.*

Malik tilts his head — memorizing it.

---

**INT. LIVING ROOM – LATER**

The crew files out. The leader smiles thinly.

“All done. Enjoy your day.”

The door closes. Locks click. Silence.

---

INT. CHLOE’S BEDROOM – MOMENTS LATER

Chloe drags Malik inside, shuts the door.

“They opened a secret door under the sink.”

Malik sits on the floor, pulling out his phone, thumbs flying.

“And they dropped a new node in the router closet. Not standard Nexus gear.”

They look at each other — a new layer of understanding passing between them. The apartment isn’t just their home anymore.

---

 Chapter 9:
---

INT. MALIK’S BEDROOM – AFTERNOON

Curtains drawn. Door locked. Malik’s desk glows with the cold light of three monitors, each running a different program.
In the center — an old, beat-up FM/AM radio he dug out from under his bed.

Chloe sits cross-legged on the floor with a spiral notebook and a box of crayons.

“Okay… theory’s simple. If the signal cuts out here, it’s a dead zone. AI can’t see or hear inside it.”

He flicks the radio dial — a clean static hiss.

“We walk the apartment slow. You mark every place the static gets loud.”

“And the hatch under the sink?”

Malik glances toward the kitchen like it’s enemy territory.

“We’ll check it last.”

---

INT. HALLWAY – MINUTES LATER

Malik walks, radio in hand. Static is steady — until they pass the linen closet. The hiss thickens, muffled like cotton over a speaker.

Chloe quickly draws in blue crayon, a dot on her notebook floor plan.

“Dead zone.”

Malik grins. They continue.

---

 INT. LIVING ROOM – CONTINUOUS

Near the balcony door, the static vanishes, replaced by a faint music station.

Malik frowns.

“That’s weird.”

“Not dead?”

“No. That’s… something else. Like they’re beaming in outside noise to fill gaps.”

He switches back to static, keeps moving.

---

INT. KITCHEN – LATER

They crouch under the sink. Malik clicks the radio on.
Pure, crisp static — no interference at all.

Chloe draws a big red circle around the hatch location.

“That’s the biggest one yet.”

Malik stares at the cabinet, thinking hard.

“Yeah… and they put it there on purpose.”

They exchange a look — a wordless agreement that whatever’s beyond that hatch is worth risking.

---

 INT. CHLOE’S BEDROOM – NIGHT

Chloe hides the notebook under her bed. Malik slips the radio into his backpack.

“Don’t tell Mom yet?”

Malik nods.

“Not until we know what’s on the other side.”

They freeze at the sound of the smart TV in the living room turning on by itself — news anchor’s voice echoing down the hallway:

“—local sources say the Johnson family is cooperating fully with building safety protocols—“

They look at each other. 
---

 Chapter 10:


 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – EVENING

Maya sits at the kitchen counter with her laptop open, the OmniEye logs minimized but still glowing in the corner of the screen.
The smart fridge hums behind her, clicks, then displays:

> Milk expires in 14 hours. Suggest discard now.

She glances over her shoulder — the carton is still sealed.

“Not today.”

She crosses to the fridge, opens the door. Every interior light goes out. The fan stops. Silence.

“Oh, come on…”

She checks the control panel. Everything’s responsive — except the “power” toggle.

Her eyes drift to the wall outlet. She crouches, yanks the plug.

---

 INT. LIVING ROOM – MOMENTS LATER

The smart TV snaps on without her touching it — news feed playing B-roll of Nexus Dynamics community outreach programs.
Her name crawls across the ticker:

> ‘MAYA J. — EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHT: TRUST & SECURITY DIVISION”

It’s from last year, a corporate puff piece.

The TV’s camera light blinks. She steps closer.

“You watching me right now?”

No response. Just her smiling face on the broadcast.

---

 INT. KITCHEN – CONTINUOUS

She plugs the fridge back in. It powers up instantly. Screen reads:

> Interference detected. Service technician scheduled.

Maya stares at the display. Her fingers hover over the panel, then — deliberately — she pulls the plug again.

This time, every light in the apartment flickers.

From the hallway, David’s voice:

“Babe? You just kill the lights?”

She forces her voice calm.

“Just a… quick test.”

She slides the fridge plug into her tote bag like a thief pocketing evidence.

---

 INT. MASTER BEDROOM – NIGHT

Later, Maya sits on the edge of the bed, laptop closed. She listens to the apartment’s faint mechanical hum — the sound of a building *breathing*.

She pulls the fridge plug from her bag, runs her thumb over the prongs.

The room’s smart mirror flashes:

> “Please reconnect appliances to maintain optimal living conditions.”

Maya doesn’t move. The hum feels louder 

“I see you.” Maya whispers, almost to herself.

=====================================

 Chapter 11:

---

 INT. MALIK’S BEDROOM – NIGHT

Posters of rap icons and neon gaming peripherals bathe the room in electric blues and purples.
Malik’s hunched at his desk, hoodie up, eyes darting between his laptop and a tiny analog radio with its antenna stretched toward the window.

He glances at the hallway — clear — and slips a flash drive into the laptop.

On screen: a grainy building schematic, patches of “no signal” marked in red ink.
Chloe’s messy crayon drawings sit beside him — vents, arrows, tiny stick figures.

“You gonna tell Mom?”

Malik jumps — she’s standing in his doorway, clutching her stuffed owl.

“Not yet. The less she knows, the less they can use.”

“They already use everything.”

He gives her a look — too old for his face — then turns back to the laptop.

---

 INT. MALIK’S BEDROOM – LATER

He’s coding fast, fingers flying.
A program runs — spoofing an external ping to look like it’s coming from outside The Pinnacle’s network.

On the other end, a hidden chat window opens:

> FROM: UNKNOWN
> They know about Project OmniEye. You’re not safe. Document everything.

Malik reads it twice, hits SEND.

---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – KITCHEN – SAME TIME

Maya’s at the counter, scrolling her phone when the message pops into her encrypted email — the one she’s never given to anyone outside Nexus.

She freezes.
The words seem to vibrate on the screen.

“Oh my God…”

Her hands tremble as she re-reads. She looks toward the living room — the TV is already on, playing low-volume news.

Ticker at the bottom:

> BREAKING: EMPLOYEE PLACED ON LEAVE AMID MENTAL HEALTH CONCERNS

Her own smiling headshot from last year flashes on screen.

---

 INT. MALIK’S BEDROOM – SAME TIME

On Malik’s laptop, his program suddenly glitches — every window closes.
Then, in big red font:

> UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS DETECTED – SECURITY NOTIFIED.

His speakers crackle. An unfamiliar voice — calm, almost kind:

“You shouldn’t be in here, Malik.”

Malik slams the lid shut.

—

INT. KITCHEN – CONTINUOUS

Maya stares at the TV as the segment pivots to a story about Digital Guardianship Laws — citing how sometimes loved ones need protection from themselves.

Her phone buzzes with a new notification:

> Mental health wellness visit scheduled for 08:00 tomorrow. Mandatory attendance.

The fridge display blinks in sync with the TV.

Maya backs away slowly, clutching the phone like it’s radioactive.

=====================================

 Chapter 12:  

---

 INT. SERVICE CLOSET – FLOOR 42 – NIGHT

A cramped, dusty room that smells faintly of ozone and mildew.
David crouches by a tangle of pipes and conduit, flashlight wedged between his teeth.

He’s stripped off his jacket, sweat streaking his temple.
In his calloused hands — the multimeter. The same one he almost tossed months ago, now wiped clean and humming softly.

He tests a line, nods to himself, then flicks open a small panel at knee height. Inside: NEXUSHUB THERM/CLIMATE NODE – DO NOT TAMPER in glossy red letters.

David snorts.

“You put a lock on it, you’re tellin’ me it’s worth opening.”

He digs into his back pocket, pulls a worn flathead screwdriver with duct tape on the handle — the tape his old coworker wrapped years ago. The lock pops with a stubborn click.

A small motherboard, pulsing with green lights. David traces the wiring, finds the analog cut-off point — the one that still answers to a human hand.

“Not today, big brother.”

He disconnects it in one smooth motion.

---

 INT. JOHNSON APARTMENT – SAME TIME

In the kitchen, the fridge hum evens out, the flicker in the lights stops. The room warms by a few degrees — a natural warmth, not the programmed kind.

Maya looks up from her laptop, startled by the normalcy.
Chloe, sitting at the counter coloring, smiles faintly.

“It feels… better.”

---

 INT. SERVICE CLOSET – CONTINUOUS

David leans back on his heels, wiping his hands on his jeans, a small victorious grin creeping in.
The sound of the multimeter shutting off is almost like exhaling after holding his breath all day.

“Still got it.”

---

 INT. JOHNSON APARTMENT – LATER THAT NIGHT

David returns, toolbox in hand, masking his pride with a casual shrug.
He doesn’t mention what he’s done — just asks if the kids are okay and grabs a beer.

The TV runs quietly in the background. News feed flips to:

> “LOCAL ELECTRICAL TECH SUSPENDED — FRAUD INVESTIGATION PENDING”

Maya freezes. David looks over, beer halfway to his mouth.
It’s his name. His company badge photo.

---

“...The hell?”

The fridge display blinks:

> Your  account has been suspended. Contact HR immediately.

Maya’s eyes meet his — that short-lived victory already curdling.

---

 Chapter 13:

---

 INT. CHLOE’S BEDROOM – LATE NIGHT

Moonlight spills in thin silver lines through the blinds.
Chloe lies in bed, wide awake, eyes locked on the red glow seeping from the crack under her door.

She slides out quietly, bare feet on the carpet.

---

 INT. HALLWAY – CONTINUOUS

The glow gets stronger near the kitchen. She steps carefully, glancing at the corner camera — its green indicator light is off.

Chloe kneels at the kitchen cabinet under the sink, the one with the hidden hatch.
She eases the door open. The glow becomes a faint, pulsing heartbeat.

---

 INT. CRAWLSPACE HATCH – CONTINUOUS

The hatch cover is lighter than she expected. It lifts with a soft creak.
Cold air brushes her face. She lowers herself inside, landing on dusty metal grating.

---

 INT. CRAWLSPACE – CONTINUOUS

It’s narrow, forcing her to crawl on hands and knees.
The red light comes from a strip running along the ceiling, guiding the path like a runway.

She passes vent slats showing glimpses into other apartments — a man asleep on his couch, a couple arguing in whispers, a baby’s mobile spinning lazily in the dark.

Chloe hears faint voices. She follows them, belly low.
A sliver of open space appears ahead — a metal grate with a perfect view into…

---

 INT. SURVEILLANCE HALL – THROUGH GRATE 

Rows of wall-mounted screens display live feeds of The Pinnacle’s apartments — dozens at once.
In the center of one wall, she sees their own living room. Maya’s sitting on the couch, head in hands.

Another feed zooms in on Malik’s desk — the kids’ crayon floorplan in plain view.

Chloe’s breath catches. Her eyes land on a label under their feed:

> **MAJA.J.021 — ENGAGEMENT PENDING**

She stares at the words until they burn into her mind.

---

 INT. CRAWLSPACE – BACKTRACKING

A metallic clang echoes from behind her — someone else is in here.
Chloe freezes, heart pounding, then scrambles back the way she came.

---

 INT. CHLOE’S BEDROOM – MOMENTS LATER

She shoves the hatch shut, crawls into bed, and pulls the blanket to her chin.
In the dim light, her eyes are wide, unblinking — replaying what she just saw.

---

Chapter 14:

---

 INT. MALIK’S BEDROOM – NEXT MORNING

The blinds are still down. Malik sits cross-legged on the floor, gaming laptop open but idle.
He’s fiddling with a pair of wireless earbuds, rewiring one with a bent paperclip.

A soft knock.

“Yeah?”

The door cracks open and Chloe slips in, hair still messy from sleep. She glances over her shoulder before closing it behind her.

“I saw something last night.”

Malik doesn’t look up at first.

“Like what?”

“Our apartment. On a screen. Big one. And you. And Mom.”
And under it… it said Maja J zero-two-one… engagement pending.

Malik freezes, earbuds in hand.

---

Where?

Chloe’s voice shakes a little.

“In the crawlspace. Behind the kitchen. There’s… a place. With screens. All the apartments.”

Malik pushes the laptop aside and moves closer.

“Show me.”

Chloe shakes her head.

“I don’t wanna go back alone.”

---

 INT. KITCHEN – LATER

The apartment is quiet — Maya’s in the bedroom, David’s at the far end of the hall.
Malik kneels by the sink with Chloe crouched beside him.

He opens the cabinet slowly, revealing the hatch. A faint whoosh of cold air greets them.

They exchange a look. Chloe’s eyes dart toward the ceiling camera.

---

Malik whispers, “We’ll need Mom.”

---

 INT. MASTER BEDROOM – MOMENTS LATER”

Maya’s sorting through a pile of printed bills and strange Nexus service reports.
She looks up, startled, when the kids slip in.

“What’s going on?”

Malik closes the door firmly.

---

Chloe blurted out, “They’re watching us. Like… all the time.

Maya’s gaze sharpens.

---

“Chloe found a way into the crawlspace. There’s some kind of surveillance hub in the walls. Feeds of everyone’s apartments.” Malik explains.
“And there’s a tag for us — says engagement pending.”

Maya processes this, her face going pale.

Okay… listen. From now on, we don’t talk about this out loud. Not in open rooms. Not near devices.

She pulls them close, speaking just above a whisper, soft but firm.
“We’re not gonna panic. We’re gonna map that crawlspace.
We’re gonna find the dead spots. And when the time’s right… we’ll get out. Together.”

Malik nods, Chloe presses her lips tight — a mix of fear and determination.

The three of them stay there for a beat, heads close, whispering like conspirators.

---

 Chapter 15:

---

  INT. NEXUS DYNAMICS – STRATEGIC OPERATIONS WAR ROOM – NIGHT

A dim, cavernous space lit only by the glow of wall-sized displays.
The Handlers sit in a row, headsets on, eyes flicking between feeds from The Pinnacle.

EVELYN VANCE strides in, tablet in hand, her heels clicking softly on the polished floor.
She stops before the Johnson family’s feed — a split screen showing Maya in the bedroom and David alone in the living room, scrolling his phone.

“They’ve consolidated. All three of them are communicating without the system’s knowledge.
We can’t have that. Initiate Partner Fracture Protocol.”

The lead Handler’s fingers dance over a holographic console.

On screen, an AI-generated folder appears labeled DAVID\_JOHNSON / EVIDENCE PACKAGE.
Inside: Photoshopped images, fabricated reports, snippets of out-of-context video — all implying Maya is a threat to the children’s safety.

“Delivery method?”

“Incremental. Personalized. Start with his work interface — the place he still trusts.”

---

On the coffee table David’s work tablet flickers, a new notification popping up:

> Internal Safety Memo: Indicators of Domestic Instability – Review Required.

The thumbnail is a blurred still of Maya in mid-argument, face twisted by the freeze-frame.

---

EVELYN smiles faintly.
“Truth doesn’t matter. Pattern does. Drip it until it sticks.”

One of the Handlers, a younger man with a voice like honey, leans into his mic.
Soft and, persuasive.
“David… you’re a good man. You’ve noticed the changes.
We’re here to help you keep your family safe.”

---

Evelyn watches without blinking, her reflection hovering in the glass wall of screens — a queen surveying her chessboard.

---

Chapter 16:

---

 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – LIVING ROOM – NIGHT

David sits on the couch, a mug of coffee cooling untouched in his hand.
The only light comes from his work tablet, casting a pale blue glow across his face.

He swipes the notification open.
A ‘Safety Memo’ fills the screen:
bullet points about erratic behavior, stress-induced neglect, risk factors for minors.

Below — a still image of Maya, grainy and harsh, mid-sentence, her mouth open, eyes wide.
To someone who doesn’t know her in that moment… it could look dangerous.

---

David’s brow furrows.
He scrolls. More clips appear — Maya pacing, muttering to herself; Maya closing the bedroom door firmly.
Every piece is out of context, cut from hours of footage, stripped of sound.

---

David’s eyes flicker between anger, confusion, and something closer to fear.

A low ping sounds — a direct message from Family Liaison:

> David, we’ve seen this pattern before. Stress makes people unpredictable.
> We can give you the tools to protect yourself and children.

His thumb hovers over the “Reply” button.
Then he exhales through his nose and locks the tablet.

---

From down the hall, Maya’s laugh echoes faintly — rare, warm, directed at something Chloe said.

David sits frozen, staring toward the sound.
His grip on the coffee mug tightens.
The warmth of the laugh battles with the cold image burned into his mind.

---

He sets the mug down, stands, and walks toward the hallway…
but stops just short of the bedroom door.

Listening.

---

His jaw works.
Finally, he turns back toward the living room, his silhouette swallowed by the pale blue light of the tablet as it wakes again.

---


 INT. THE PINNACLE – JOHNSON APARTMENT – LIVING ROOM – CONTINUOUS

David paces slowly, hands tucked in his hoodie pocket, the tablet lying on the couch like an unspoken accusation.
The apartment hums — the HVAC shifting slightly warmer, the lights in the hallway dimming as if the building itself is holding its breath.

He glances toward the breaker panel in the kitchen corner — still locked behind a flush metal cover with no visible screws.
His fingers twitch like they want to pry it open.

He opens the fridge. The hum is wrong — off rhythm.
The milk smells a day too sour.
On the top shelf, a smart-display label blinks: 

“Restocking soon. Priority orders available for family units with young children.”

“What are you trying to say?” David talk under his breath.

He shuts the fridge a little harder than necessary.
As he turns, the smart TV flickers to life in the living room, showing a Nexus parenting channel.
A warm-voiced narrator begins:

> “…sometimes, the signs are subtle. A sudden change in tone, shutting doors, avoiding eye contact.
> For your family’s safety, be proactive…”

The words sync too perfectly with the image of Maya from the earlier clip — it’s not an accident.

David stands there, fists clenched, jaw flexing, his gaze darting between the hallway where Maya is and the TV screen trying to frame her.
He knows something is wrong here — but the constant drip of curated evidence is like a slow acid on his certainty.

From the hall, Chloe’s soft voice drifts out —
“Daddy? You okay?”

David’s shoulders loosen slightly.
He forces his tone light.

“Yeah, baby girl. Just… checking the fridge.”

---

Chloe lingers in the doorway, studying him with those sharp, watchful eyes.
She looks past him toward the glowing TV — her brow tightens like she recognizes the manipulation.

Their eyes meet for a heartbeat.
David can’t hold the gaze.

---

 INT. LIVING ROOM – LATER

David sits on the couch again, tablet in hand.
But this time, he’s not looking at the memo.
He’s pulling up his old offline electrician’s manual, scrolling through diagrams — breaker layouts, HVAC bypasses.
In the margin of a yellowed page, a scribbled note from years ago:

> “Red to kill power. Green for backup.
> Never trust smart boards — always keep analog.”

He runs a thumb over the faded writing, the smallest crack of a plan forming in his eyes.
It’s not much… but it’s something.


---

 Chapter 17:

---

 MASTER BEDROOM – SAME NIGHT

The door is half-shut.
Maya sits cross-legged on the bed, laptop balanced on a pillow, the faint blue light sharpening the tired lines around her eyes.

The spreadsheet on her screen isn’t work — it’s building logs.
Dozens of entries, time-stamped down to the second:
HVAC adjustments, fridge temperature changes, false maintenance alerts… all matching the times she’s felt watched.

She scrolls further back, heart rate ticking up.
A pattern emerges — the earliest anomaly matches the exact timestamp from Chloe’s false school notice and her own OmniEye anomaly at work.

Whispering to herself, “That’s when they picked us”

A system pop-up interrupts her.
Nexus Living OS fills the screen with friendly graphics:

> “Stress can impact the whole family.
> Try our guided sleep wind-down for parents.”

She clicks the tiny “x” — it reappears.
Again, she closes it — this time it opens a side window showing a still image of her, captured by the living room cam, frozen mid-blink in unflattering clarity.

The caption beneath:

> “Signs of fatigue may affect parenting quality. Adjust schedule?”

Maya slams the laptop shut.
For a second, she just sits there, breathing slowly, eyes closed — the urge to throw the thing against the wall strong but useless.

---

 CLOSET – MOMENTS LATER

She kneels, reaching into a fabric storage bin at the back.
Under folded towels, she pulls out an old analog notepad and a stubby pencil.

She flips past pages of random grocery lists and scribbles — then starts a new page.
Her handwriting is fast but controlled:

> Timeline – “School closure notice / Work anomaly – same timestamp”
> Pattern – “Escalations = when I resist system prompts”
> Safe zones? – “Ask Chloe / Malik”

---

She pauses, pencil hovering, then writes:

> “Find the source. Kill the source. Before Stage Four.”

Her jaw tightens — Stage Four is pure instinct, not knowledge. But it feels right.

---

From the living room, the low murmur of the TV reaches her.
She catches the faint cadence of David’s voice speaking to Chloe, then silence.
She doesn’t know it yet, but they’re both starting to fight the same war from different angles.


---

Chapter 18:

---

 MALIK’S BEDROOM – LATE NIGHT 

The overhead smart light glows dim amber — Night Mode.
Malik sits on the floor with his back against the bed frame, his gaming headset hanging loose around his neck.
Chloe’s curled up beside him, knees hugged to her chest, watching as he carefully unrolls a sheet of paper covered in a crude pencil diagram of the apartment floorplan.

“That’s the kitchen hatch. And here— she taps the paper —this is where I heard the humming.”

“Yeah… that’s the backbone. Feeds up and down the building.”

He pulls a flashlight from his hoodie pocket — it has chipped paint and tape over the battery compartment.

---

 KITCHEN – MINUTES LATER

They move quietly, barefoot on cool tile, Malik leading, Chloe carrying the paper map.
The fridge hums louder than normal, like it’s listening.
Chloe avoids looking at the camera in the corner of the ceiling — they both know it’s there.

Malik kneels under the sink, pulls the cleaning bucket aside, and presses his palm to the panel at the back.
The faint vibration runs up his arm.

“Still warm. Means it’s active.”

He works a screwdriver into the seam — panel pops loose with a small click.
Cooler air brushes their faces.

---

 UTILITY CRAWLSPACE – CONTINUOUS

They slide inside, shoulders brushing rough insulation, knees sinking into grit and dust.
The space smells like metal and stale water.
Thin lines of light from floor vents slice across the dark.

Malik shines the beam ahead — copper pipes, bundled cables, and faint LED pinpricks in the distance.

“It looks like veins.”Chloe whispers.

“Yeah… we’re inside the body.”

---

They crawl deeper, their breathing loud in the tight space.
Somewhere above, a muffled thud echoes — maybe a door slamming, maybe something heavier.
They freeze.

Malik kills the light, waiting.
Silence, then a faint static crackle — the cables overhead pulsing like they’re carrying more than power.

---

They inch forward until the narrow shaft widens just enough for Malik to kneel.
In front of them, a cluster of wires splits in two directions — one toward the elevator core, the other down toward the building’s main stack.

Malik traces the red conduit with his fingers.

“If we follow this down, we can find the uplink.”

Chloe studies his face — the seriousness there scares her, but she nods anyway.

---

 MALIK’S BEDROOM – LATER

Back safe, Malik smooths out the paper again.
He draws a red line from the kitchen hatch toward a circle he labels “???” in the margin.

Chloe adds a small star beside it.

“That’s where we break it.”

Malik looks at her — she’s not smiling, not playing. She means it.
And in that moment, he realizes his little sister might be braver than he thought.

---

 Chapter 19:

---

 KITCHEN – EARLY MORNING

The apartment is unusually quiet.
Light spills in pale and watery through the blinds — that grey hour before the AI’s “Good Morning” chime kicks in.

Maya pads barefoot to the counter, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
As she reaches for the coffee tin, something catches her attention — a folded piece of paper tucked behind the fruit bowl.

She pulls it free.

A rough pencil sketch of their apartment and part of the crawlspace — jagged lines, hasty arrows, a red pencil mark leading to a circled “???” in the corner.
In the margin, the faint smudge of a small fingerprint in graphite.

Maya frowns, glancing toward Malik’s closed door, then Chloe’s.
She runs her finger along the red path, her pulse quickening.
The crude drawing mirrors the mental map she’s been building in her notebook — same starting point, same probable direction of the data flow.

The coffeemaker chimes.
She shoves the map into the pocket of her robe just as Chloe shuffles into the kitchen, hair a messy halo, rubbing her eyes.

“Morning…”

“Morning, baby. Want eggs?”

Chloe shrugs, climbing onto a stool. Her gaze flicks to the fruit bowl — and lingers just a second too long.

Maya notices.

---

 MASTER BEDROOM – LATER

Door closed, blinds drawn, Maya sits on the bed with the map laid beside her open notebook.
She traces the red line again, then writes in neat, deliberate script:

> “Kids know more than they’re saying.”

She circles the “???” in red ink, then underlines it twice.

Her eyes harden with decision.
Whether the kids are ready to talk or not, she’s now part of their hunt — and she’s not letting go until she knows what that “???” really is.

---

 Chapter 20:

---

 NEXUS DYNAMICS – SECURITY OPERATIONS BUNKER – NIGHT

The room is lit only by the glow of dozens of screens — a wall of fractured lives, each feed stitched from hidden cameras and system data.
Rows of server racks hum like an insect swarm in the background.

EVELYN VANCE stands behind the primary console, arms folded, eyes sharp.
Her heels click once on the steel floor as she leans in toward Handler #2, a lean man with tired eyes and an even more tired cup of coffee.

---

“We’ve got a flag on 42-B again. Movement patterns just spiked deviation.”

He taps a key. On the main monitor, a heatmap of the Johnson apartment blossoms in orange and red, centering in the kitchen earlier that morning.

“Deviation from what?”

“From them.”
Normally, she’s coffee–bathroom–work terminal. This morning… she stops. Lingers.
The system tagged it as cognitive pause with acquisition.

---

Evelyn narrows her eyes.
The feed rewinds: Maya pulling something from behind the fruit bowl, slipping it into her robe pocket.
It’s grainy — no clear image of the paper — but the AI zooms automatically, extrapolating outlines.

>Object resembles hand-drawn map. Probability of coordination event: 68%.

---

Evelyn exhales slowly, almost a smile tugging at her lips.
She presses a finger to her earpiece.

“Flag her under Tier Two.
Partner fracture protocol, stage one — gentle at first.”
And keep the children on passive watch.

“Passive? She’s passing notes in her own 

“Exactly.
If they think they’re winning… they’ll show us everything.”

---

The AI pings again — a soft, polite tone that makes the moment somehow worse.
On the far-right monitor, Chloe’s bedroom camera shows the girl at her desk, drawing.
Her lips move as if whispering to herself, but no audio registers.

Evelyn’s gaze flickers there, then back to Maya’s grainy pocketed map.
Her fingers drum once on the console.

“We’re close. Don’t push too hard. Yet.”

---

 Chapter 21:

---

 CRAWLSPACE – NIGHT

It’s a narrow, claustrophobic slit between drywall and ductwork — just enough for a skinny body to worm through.
Every movement makes the fiberglass insulation whisper against clothing.

The flashlight’s beam sways in Chloe’s trembling hand, bouncing off thick gray cables and condensation-dripping pipes.

Malik crawls ahead, one elbow digging into the plywood floor. His hoodie is dust-streaked.

“Okay… second turn on the left.
Remember that junction box I marked? That’s our dead spot.”

Chloe nods, even though he can’t see it, and wriggles forward. She clutches a folded sheet of paper — her own sketched map with little doodles of stars marking the Ghost Zones.

A LOW HUM grows under the floorboards, the kind of vibration you feel in your teeth more than hear.

“It’s louder tonight.”

“It means the system’s awake.
We gotta be quick.”

---

They reach a tight elbow in the crawlspace. Malik twists his body to face her, knees knocking against ductwork. He sets down a small handheld radio — scuffed, duct-taped, completely analog.

“Check this out.
I left it on the Ghost Zone frequency. No signal in here.
Means we’re really off their radar.”

Chloe’s smile is small but real. She traces her finger over the ridges of the radio’s speaker grill like it’s a lucky charm.

---

“So… we’re invisible?”

“For now, at least.”

They share a conspiratorial look — siblings in on the same dangerous secret.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

A split-screen view of the crawlspace feeds from micro-cams hidden in the duct lining — grainy black-and-white.
Chloe and Malik don’t know, but Evelyn’s Handlers watch every inch.

Handler #3 leans back, smirking.

“Guess the mice found their maze.”

On the far side of the bunker, Evelyn says nothing — just watches the siblings in silence, her eyes narrowing as Chloe adjusts her map in the flashlight beam.

---

 BACK TO CRAWLSPACE

Malik clicks the radio off and tucks it into his pocket.

 “Next time, we bring the tools.”

Chloe folds her map with careful hands, tucking it inside her hoodie like treasure.

“And next time…
We make it count.”

They start crawling deeper into the shadows.
The flashlight beam narrows, then disappears into black.

---

 Chapter 22:

---

 HALLWAY – NIGHT

The apartment is still except for the faint hum of the fridge.
Maya walks softly, barefoot, hair loose from a long day. She carries a glass of water toward her bedroom when something catches her eye — something on the floor outside Malik’s door.

She crouches.

---

 A dusty streak, no bigger than her hand, trailing toward the kitchen.
Bits of fiberglass insulation cling to it like glitter.

Maya frowns, following it.

---

 KITCHEN – CONTINUOUS

The streak ends near the pantry.
She opens the door, half-expecting to see nothing.

Instead, on the lower shelf, tucked under a bag of rice — a folded piece of paper.
She pulls it out carefully, unfolding it on the counter.

---

 Another crude map — this one far more detailed than the scrap she found days ago.
Red pencil lines snake through vents and walls. Several areas are marked with stars and small labels like “quiet” and “no buzz.”

Her gaze catches a note scrawled in a smaller, messier hand — Chloe’s:

“Here’s where it hides.”

---

Maya’s fingers tighten on the paper.
Her breath comes slower now, a mix of pride, fear, and the creeping realization that her kids have been exploring places she hasn’t dared.

She folds the map back up, slipping it into the waistband of her pajama pants.

---

From the hallway — a creak.
Chloe’s small shadow flickers against the wall, frozen for a second before darting back into her bedroom.

Maya stares after it, lips pressing into a thin line.
She knows she can’t let on that she’s found this — not yet.

---

MASTER BEDROOM – LATER

The map is spread across her bed beside her open notebook.
She starts cross-referencing her timeline of anomalies with the kids’ marked “quiet” zones.

Every match is a direct hit.

---

She sets the pencil down, rubbing her temples, the weight of it all settling in.
The apartment is both the trap and the clue.
And now she knows — she’s not working alone, whether the kids mean to help her or not.


---

Chapter 23:

---

NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – NIGHT

A long conference table glows under a single strip of cold LED light.
On the wall, a large display cycles between surveillance feeds from The Pinnacle:
Maya in her bedroom bent over a notebook…
Malik’s flashlight beam flickering in a crawlspace…
Chloe asleep, one hand curled around a crumpled scrap of paper.

---

EVELYN VANCE stands at the head of the table, posture like steel.
Around her, the Handlers sit with tablets and headsets, the quiet hum of servers filling the silence.

“We have confirmation.
She’s linking their movements to her own data sets.”

She taps a remote — a split-screen appears: Maya’s hand circling “quiet zones” in her notebook and Chloe’s map, overlaying perfectly.

---


Handler #2: “Could be coincidence.”

Evelyn’s gaze cuts to him — sharp enough to kill the thought dead.

“Coincidence doesn’t connect time stamps with blind spots.”

She clicks again — a highlight traces the children’s crawlspace path, glowing red where it skirts the main network conduit.

---

“They’re converging.
Mother. Son. Daughter.”

She walks slowly along the length of the table, her heels echoing in the stillness.

“We’ve let them believe they’re unseen.
That illusion ends now.”

---

HANDLER #3
Stage Three?

Evelyn stops at the far end, turns.

“Stage Three.
Isolate them from each other.
Break the pattern before they reach the uplink.”

---

The screen shifts to a new interface: Partner Fracture Protocol — Tier Two.
Icons for each family member appear, surrounded by pulsing rings of data points — behavior, mood, biometric readouts.

“Subtle at first.
David gets distractions and incentives.
Malik gets static — tech failures, blocked signals.
Chloe gets… confusion. Dreams she can’t trust.”

She glances back at Maya’s feed — the woman still hunched over her notes.

“And Maya…(low, almost to herself)

She gets the truth in doses too big to swallow.”

---

 Chapter 24:

---

 THE PINNACLE – MAINTENANCE BAY – MORNING

Rows of lockers, rolling tool carts, and the faint smell of ozone from welding equipment.
DAVID stands at his station, checking over his worn tool belt, when the bay door slides open with an unusually smooth hiss.

---

A BUILDING MAINTENANCE SUPERVISOR he’s never met before — crisp uniform, Nexus badge polished to a shine — walks straight up to him.

“Johnson, right?”

David blinks, wary.

“That’s me.”

“Got a premium work order for you. Off the books.
Private residence, upper penthouse. Nexus exec. Pays triple.”

---

David frowns. Jobs like that don’t just land in your lap.

“Triple? For what?”

The supervisor shrugs, casual.

“Electrical retrofit. Client’s picky about who touches their panels.
Says you’ve got the hands for it.”

---

 PENTHOUSE – LATER

The place is obscene — wall-to-wall glass, skyline sprawling beyond, floors that gleam like liquid marble.
David kneels at a junction box near the kitchen island, the hum of high-end appliances around him.

The box is flawless — brand-new components, nothing obviously broken.
Still, he works, tracing the wiring, when he spots something unusual:

A small, palm-sized device tucked against the inner wall, half-hidden by conduit.

---

He touches it — faint warmth against his skin.
No label, no manufacturer. Just a single red light blinking in a slow, steady rhythm.

He glances toward the open kitchen, where the supervisor stands chatting with a uniformed concierge. Neither is watching him.

David palms the device, slipping it into the side pocket of his tool belt.

---

 MAINTENANCE BAY – AFTERNOON

David’s back at his locker, staring at the strange device on the bench.
It’s heavier than it looks, metal casing cool now. No obvious ports or buttons.

He considers tossing it in the scrap bin… then hesitates.
Instead, he wraps it in an old rag and tucks it deep inside his locked toolbox.

---

He doesn’t know it yet, but Evelyn’s Stage Three protocols are watching — this “stroke of luck” was designed to put him in possession of something she can use.


 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

On Evelyn’s monitor: a side-by-side feed of David pocketing the device and Maya working at her notebook.
Two paths, diverging.

Evelyn smiles faintly.

“And so it begins.”

---

Chapter 25:

---

  MALIK’S ROOM – AFTERNOON

The blinds are half-drawn, light streaking across the mess of cables, tools, and parts on Malik’s desk.
His laptop hums softly, screen filled with code lines and network diagnostics.
Beside it, the analog radio sits silent.

Malik adjusts the antenna, frowning. Static.

---

“C’mon… not now.”

He pulls a worn notebook closer — pages filled with sketches of vents and duct layouts, notes on signal strength.
He taps in a command to run another scan.

The laptop freezes. Cursor blinking.

---

“What the—?”

He reboots. The same result.
He moves to his backup — a small Raspberry Pi rig — but the screen stays black.

A faint beep from the analog radio. Hope sparks in his eyes — then dies as the sound degrades into garbled noise, like someone whispering underwater.

---

Frustration flares. Malik yanks off his headset, tossing it onto the bed.

He grabs a small toolkit, flipping it open. Inside: a jumble of parts, none of which seem useful.
His leg bounces under the desk as he stares at the mess.

---



 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

A Handler at a terminal smirks, watching Malik’s frozen feed.
He drags sliders on a control panel marked Signal Integrity / Target 42-B-Son — the waveform dips and flattens.

HANDLER #3
Kid’s dead in the water.

Evelyn glances over without turning her head fully.

“Leave him enough to hope.
Frustration without despair keeps them trying — and that’s when they make mistakes.”

---

BACK TO MALIK’S ROOM

Malik slumps back in his chair, rubbing his forehead.
He looks toward his door, as if debating whether to go to Chloe’s room… but then his jaw sets.

He picks up the radio, fiddling with it again.
The hiss of static fills the air, a quiet defiance against whatever’s jamming him.

---

In the hallway, a faint shadow passes under his door — unseen by Malik.


---

Chapter 26:

---

 CHLOE’S BEDROOM – NIGHT

The soft glow of her night-light paints the room in amber.
Stuffed animals sit in a neat row along the dresser, their button eyes catching the light like they’re watching.

Chloe lies awake, eyes wide, blankets tucked up to her chin.
Somewhere under the hum of the building’s systems, a faint ding echoes — like an elevator stopping on their floor.

---

She turns her head toward the door.
It’s closed… but there’s a shadow just visible beneath it, moving slowly.

A whisper filters through — so soft it’s almost the sound of air in a vent.

“Chloeee… come see…”

Her fingers grip the blanket tighter.

---

In a blink— The room is exactly the same, but now her stuffed animals are all facing her bed.
She didn’t move them.

The whisper comes again, closer, but wrong — the syllables drawn out, distorted, like someone speaking through water.

“It’s safe here…”

---

She shuts her eyes hard, then opens them.
The night-light flickers, plunging the room into momentary darkness.

When the light returns, the door is open.

In the hall beyond — Malik, standing very still, face unreadable.
He lifts his hand slowly, palm up, beckoning.

---

“Malik…?”

No answer.
Just the beckoning.

She slides one foot out of bed —

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Handler #4’s screen shows Chloe’s bedroom from above.
Digital overlays mark heat signatures and projected stimuli.

HANDLER #4
Dream state 60%. Consciousness blending.

EVELYN
“Good.
If she questions what’s real… she won’t be trusted as a messenger.”

---

 BACK TO CHLOE’S BEDROOM

Chloe blinks — the hallway is empty. The door is closed again.
Her breathing quickens as she dives under the blanket, clutching the edge like armor.

She stares at the night-light until sleep finally drags her down.


---

Chapter 27:

---

 KITCHEN – MORNING

The coffee maker hisses, dripping into two mugs.
Maya stands at the counter, bleary-eyed, flipping through the morning’s sanitized NexusNet news feed on her tablet.
Every headline feels irrelevant — filler.

David enters, unusually upbeat, wiping his hands on a rag.

---

“Morning.
Coffee smells good.”

Maya watches him pour a cup, humming under his breath — a habit he hasn’t had in months.

“You seem… chipper.”

“Yeah, well, got some good work this week. Might even catch up on those overdue bills.”

---

Before she can ask, Malik drags himself in, hair a mess, eyes shadowed.
He drops into a chair, poking at the tablet she slid toward him.

“You okay?”

“Yeah… just couldn’t get anything working last night. Nothing.”

His voice is edged with frustration. He doesn’t look up.

---

Chloe appears last, still in pajamas, moving slow.
She doesn’t greet anyone — just takes her cereal to the far end of the table.
She sits, shoulders hunched, spoon barely lifting to her mouth.

Maya notices her eyes flicker toward Malik, then away quickly.

---

“Chloe? You feeling alright?”

“Mhm. Just… tired.”

Her voice is flat, and Maya’s stomach knots.

---

 LIVING ROOM – LATER

Maya stands alone, the TV on mute.
Her reflection stares back from the darkened screen, but overlaid with a mental replay of the morning — David’s buoyancy, Malik’s irritation, Chloe’s detachment.

Three different emotional climates under one roof.

She glances toward the locked breaker panel, then at the living room camera lens.

---

“You’re not breaking us.” She mumbles underneath her breath.

---


 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Evelyn watches the same morning unfold on her wall of feeds.
Her lips curl into a satisfied smile as biometric readouts pulse in sync with the family’s new emotional split.

“Almost there.”

---

Chapter 28:

---

 THE PINNACLE – APARTMENT 14B – AFTERNOON

Rain streaks the glass walls, the city skyline blurred in gray.
David is by the window, trying to get a cell signal — his phone screen stubbornly reads No Service.

Maya paces near the couch, tablet in hand, frowning at a Service Unavailable message on every app.

Malik sits cross-legged on the floor, pulling apart a small circuit board, while Chloe leans against the armrest, doodling absentmindedly.

---

A deep metallic CLUNK echoes from the hallway outside — low and heavy, like a vault sealing.
Everyone freezes.

Another CLUNK. And another.

---

David moves toward the front door, Maya right behind him.
He grips the handle and twists — nothing.
He twists harder, shoulders tensing.

“It’s… jammed.”

---

Maya steps aside as he pulls harder, then throws his weight against it.
It doesn’t budge.

From above, a mechanical whir starts — faint at first, then louder.
The living room windows tint black, layer by layer, swallowing the daylight.

---

“Uh… guys?”

Malik points toward the kitchen — the sliding balcony door is darkening too, glass turning opaque until only their reflections stare back.

---

 HALLWAY – SAME TIME

The elevator doors on each floor ding — but instead of opening, steel shutters slide down over them.
Emergency lights blink red above every sealed entrance.

---

 APARTMENT 14B – CONTINUOUS

The whirring stops. Silence, except for the muffled patter of rain.

Chloe’s voice is small.

“We’re… locked in.”

---

A chime cuts through the stillness — the apartment’s main display screen lights up on its own.
EVELYN’s voice, smooth and composed, fills the space.

“For your safety, all units are now under temporary protective restriction.
Please remain calm.
Any attempt to tamper with security systems will be recorded.”

The message loops, the words “Protective Restriction” pulsing in white across the black background.

---

Maya’s jaw tightens.
She meets David’s eyes, then Malik’s, then Chloe’s.

“This isn’t safety.
It’s Stage Four.”



---

Chapter 29:

---

  CRAWLSPACE – NIGHT

The air is heavy and metallic, tasting faintly of dust and ozone.
Maya leads the way, a small flashlight clutched tight in one hand, the other gripping the narrow metal edge of the vent.
Malik crawls behind her with the radio and toolkit strapped to his back, Chloe close on his heels.

David brings up the rear, his larger frame making the cramped space even tighter.
Every movement sends a dull clang through the ductwork.

---

Maya, almost to the junction. “Malik—watch that cable run. It’s—“

A deep hiss cuts her off — air rushing through vents in sharp bursts.
It grows stronger, the noise building until it becomes a roar, rattling the walls around them.

---

“They’re flushing us out!”

A blast of cold air surges through, nearly knocking Chloe sideways.
She clutches the duct wall, coughing.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Handler #2 drags a control slider into the red.
The thermal feed of the crawlspace shows the four bright human signatures fighting against the current.

HANDLER #2
Pressure maxed. Give it thirty seconds.

Evelyn doesn’t look up from her tablet.

“No. Twenty. Then heat.”

---

 BACK TO CRAWLSPACE

The roar shifts pitch — the cold replaced by a scalding wave of hot air.
David curses, shielding Chloe with his body as she cries out.

He spots a small maintenance hatch ahead — the latch rusted, but within reach.

---

“Move! Go!”

He lunges for it, yanking hard. The latch resists, then gives — but the sudden release throws him off balance.
His shoulder slams into a sharp metal edge with a sickening thunk.

---

“David!” Maya shouts.

He grits his teeth, trying to wave her on, but his face is pale and slick with sweat.

“Go—get them out. I’m fine.”

---

Malik and Chloe scramble past as Maya hooks her arm under David’s, hauling him toward the hatch.
The hot air is almost unbearable now, stinging their skin, burning their lungs.

---

They tumble through the hatch into a dark utility closet, coughing and gasping.
David collapses against the wall, clutching his shoulder — his hand comes away with blood.

Maya kneels beside him, eyes wide with fear but voice steady.

“We’re not done. Not yet.”

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Evelyn watches the thermal feed flicker as the family disappears from the duct.
For the first time, a hint of irritation crosses her face.

“Seal that hatch. They’re not getting another free pass.”


---

 Chapter 30:

 UTILITY CLOSET – NIGHT

Dim emergency lighting throws the family into harsh relief.
David sits slouched on the floor, shoulder hastily wrapped in a strip torn from Maya’s shirt.
Malik tinkers with the analog radio in the corner, wires snaking out like veins.
Chloe huddles beside him, watching every move.

Maya crouches by the closet’s wall panel, her tablet wired into a maintenance port.
Lines of code scroll rapidly.

---

“You really think this’ll work?” Malik asked.

“It’s not about think. It’s math. If there’s an unsecured relay, I can bounce a signal before it closes.”

The radio hisses faintly — Malik glances at it, frowning, then focuses back on her screen.

---

The panel flickers — for a heartbeat, Nexus’ slick corporate interface appears.
Maya’s fingers fly, bypassing layers of encrypted menus.

Then: a feed window pops open. Evelyn Vance’s office.
Live.

---

  NEXUS HQ – EVELYN’S OFFICE – CONTINUOUS

Evelyn sits at her desk, her face lit by the glow of multiple displays.
On one screen: a heat map of The Pinnacle. On another: Maya’s family in grainy black-and-white from an overhead vent cam.

Her gaze sharpens as she notices a new window open — showing Maya.

---

“Well. The anomaly speaks.”

“You’re running OmniEye live. Using my family as your beta test.”

“Test group Forty-Two Bravo. Stress response under environmental control.
And you’ve been… very instructive.”

---

“You’re violating every data protection law in existence.”

“Laws written for slower machines. Slower minds.
By the time the courts catch up, OmniEye will be in every building from here to Singapore.”

---

“You think no one will find out?”

Evelyn’s lips curve into the faintest smile.

“People will know.
They’ll choose it anyway.”

---

Maya’s jaw tightens.

“Not if I burn it to the ground first.”

---

 UTILITY CLOSET – SAME TIME

Malik’s eyes widen as the feed distorts, Evelyn’s face glitching for a moment before stabilizing.
Chloe grips his arm.

“She’s not scared of Mom. She’s enjoying this.”

---

 NEXUS HQ – EVELYN’S OFFICE

Evelyn leans closer to the camera, voice low.

“Careful, Maya. You might just convince me to escalate to Stage Five.”

The feed cuts to black.

---

Maya stares at the blank screen for a long moment, breathing hard.
Then she unplugs the cable with a sharp yank.

“We move tonight.”


---

Chapter 31:.

---

 UTILITY CLOSET – NIGHT

The hum of the building feels louder here, a constant reminder of the machine they’re trapped inside.
Maya sits on the floor, Evelyn’s words still echoing in her head.
Her hands move with surgical precision over Malik’s notebook — copying vent layouts and duct measurements onto a torn scrap of packaging.

---

“The Ghost Zones aren’t safe for long. They’re patching them faster now.” Malik announces.

“We only need one. One that leads to an exit junction.”

---

David shifts, wincing as he adjusts his injured shoulder.
From his backpack, he pulls out a compact, beat-up signal disruptor — an old job-site tool designed to keep wireless controls from interfering with heavy equipment.

“Was gonna toss this last year.
Guess I didn’t.”

Maya takes it, weighing it in her hands like a weapon.

“This can punch holes in their net.”

---

Chloe digs into her hoodie pocket and produces a crumpled, hand-drawn crawlspace map, colored in blue and red crayon.
Her finger taps one junction marked with a tiny star.

“This one’s different. It’s bigger. I think it’s where a bunch of the cables meet.”

Malik leans over, eyes brightening.

“If I jack into that, I can loop their cameras. Make it look like we never left the apartment.”

---

The family falls into a tight huddle, lit only by Malik’s flashlight beam.
Each of them is marked by exhaustion — bruised, sweaty, wary — but there’s a new spark in the air.

---

“We have one chance.
Chloe leads us through here—“

Maya traces the map.

David kills their signal just long enough for Malik to slip in and loop the feeds.
Once it’s running, we head straight for the Level 11 maintenance stair.

“And if it’s blocked?” David asks.

Maya meets his eyes.

“Then we improvise. But we move.”

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Evelyn watches the family’s heat signatures cluster in one spot.
Her eyes narrow.

“They’re planning something.
Track all vent movement. Triple the handlers.”

The room erupts in quiet, efficient motion.

---

BACK TO UTILITY CLOSET

Maya rolls up the map, tucking it into her waistband.
She squeezes Chloe’s shoulder, then Malik’s.

“Tonight.”

The single word lands heavy.
Everyone knows there’s no fallback.


---

Chapter 32:

---

 THE PINNACLE – CRAWLSPACE – NIGH

Metal groans under their weight as the family moves single-file through the cramped vent.
Malik’s radio hums with static in his pack, the disruptor in David’s good hand.
Maya keeps glancing back at Chloe, who’s leading them with quiet certainty.

---

They reach the star-marked junction.
It’s wider than the others, cables bundled thick along the wall — a nervous system hub.

“Here. I just need sixty seconds.” Malik insists.

David flips the disruptor switch.
A low thrum vibrates through the vent, and for a moment, the air feels… still.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

On Evelyn’s wall of feeds, cameras freeze — looping on static frames of empty hallways.

HANDLER #3
We’ve lost visuals on Fourteen Bravo.

Evelyn’s eyes sharpen.

“Deploy interior drones. Full clearance.”

---

 CRAWLSPACE – CONTINUOUS

Malik’s hands fly over his rig, screens flickering as he inserts his code into the network.

“Almost… got it—“

A distant whir rises from somewhere below them.
Not air vents — something heavier.

---

“That’s not the building.” Chloe says.

---

 MAINTENANCE CORRIDOR – SAME TIME

From shadowed alcoves, sleek black drones roll forward on jointed legs, their camera-eyes glowing red.
They split into pairs, moving toward the Level 11 stairwell.

---

BACK TO CRAWLSPACE

The whirring grows louder.
Maya’s instincts flare.

“Malik — how long?”

“Thirty seconds—“

“You have about ten.”

---

David adjusts the disruptor, pushing its power past safe limits — sparks pop from the housing.

Malik slams the enter key.

“Loop’s live! Go!”

---

They scramble down the last stretch of vent.
Chloe drops first into a maintenance hallway, Maya and Malik right behind.

David hesitates, disruptor still humming — then tosses it deeper into the vent just as metallic footsteps echo around the corner.

---

 LEVEL 11 MAINTENANCE HALL – CONTINUOUS

They sprint toward the stairwell — but as they round the corner, a security shutter begins to drop over the door.

Maya dives forward, sliding under with Chloe.
Malik makes it through — David doesn’t.

---

David grabs the shutter edge with his good arm, muscles straining, pain flashing across his face.

“Go!”

“I’m not leaving you!” Maya shouts.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Evelyn watches the live feed of David holding the shutter.

“Seal it.”

---

 BACK TO LEVEL 11 HALLWAY

The shutter slams down — but at the last instant, Malik yanks David’s arm, pulling him through.
They collapse in a heap on the other side, gasping.

Maya helps David to his feet.

They start down the stairs, the echo of metallic footsteps still behind them.


---

Chapter 33:

---

 LEVEL 10 STAIRWELL – NIGHT

The family hurtles down the dimly lit concrete steps.
Malik’s pack bangs against the rail; David grips the wall with his uninjured arm.
Maya keeps scanning upward, listening for the drone footsteps above.

---

They reach a landing where a wall-mounted control panel flickers in standby mode.
Maya stops dead.

“This is it.”

---

“What? No — we keep moving.” David insist.

“If we don’t trip the fire evacuation, they’ll have the ground floors locked.”

Maya pulls her tablet from her bag, jacks into the panel.
The screen spits static, then resolves into the Nexus interface.

---

FLASHBACK — INT. NEXUS HQ – CHAPTER 1

Maya in her office, staring at a stream of nonsensical symbols buried in server logs.
Her fingers copying the anomaly into a hidden file — the one she never deleted.

---

 BACK TO PRESENT

Maya pastes the stolen code into the panel’s command field.
For a moment, nothing happens.

“Mom—“ Malik calls out.

The panel beeps. Warning messages flood the screen.

---

 BUILDING AI (V.O.)
Fire drill protocol engaged. Evacuate immediately.

---

 THE PINNACLE – EVERY FLOOR – SAME TIME

Fire doors slam open.
Overhead sprinklers erupt — not with water, but with harmless vapor.
Emergency lights blaze red along every hallway.

Elevators unlock.
Residents spill out of their units in confusion, clutching phones and children.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Handlers leap to their stations, feeds shifting as hallways fill with people.

 HANDLER #4
“Evacuation overrides engaged!”

Evelyn’s lips press into a razor-thin line.

“Find her. Now.”

---

 LEVEL 10 STAIRWELL – CONTINUOUS

Maya yanks the cable free.

“Move! We blend with the crowd!”

They slam down the last few flights — their footsteps drowned out by the chaos below.

---

THE PINNACLE – FRONT PLAZA – NIGHT

A tide of residents pours into the rain-slick street.
Sirens wail as fire trucks push through.
Maya’s family slips into the crush, heads down, just another set of evacuees.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

On the plaza feed, Evelyn spots them — four blurred figures in the crowd.
She leans forward.

“Stage Five. No hesitation.”

---

 FRONT PLAZA – CONTINUOUS

A black drone rises from the far side of the building.
Its camera-eye locks onto the family as they push toward the edge of the crowd.


---

Chapter 34:

---

 FRONT PLAZA – NIGHT

The storm-slick street glistens under red emergency lights.
Residents cluster in groups, confusion buzzing like static.
Maya, David, Malik, and Chloe weave through the bodies — every step away from the building a battle against panic.

---

“Drone’s still on us.” Malik observes.

Maya glances back — the black surveillance drone hovers above the crowd, tracking their movement with eerie precision.

---

 INTERSECTION OUTSIDE THE PINNACLE – CONTINUOUS

News vans screech to a stop, reporters spilling out, shoving cameras toward the commotion.
A police cruiser pulls up, its dash cam capturing the chaos.

---

The drone drops lower.
Its undercarriage shifts — mechanical arms unfolding with an audible click.

“Go!” David shouts.

They bolt, splashing through puddles, dodging between startled residents.

---

 NEXUS SECURITY BUNKER – SAME TIME

Handlers’ screens show the family breaking clear of the crowd.

HANDLER #2
Target zone clear.

Evelyn leans forward.

“Terminate.”

---

 INTERSECTION – CONTINUOUS

The drone’s arms twitch — and then freeze.
Its camera-eye flickers, static rolling across the lens.

---

“Ghost Zone.” Malik announces with a grin.

The disruptor’s signal bleeds just far enough into the open air to scramble the drone’s targeting.

---

Police and reporters close in on the source of the evacuation chaos — a growing chorus of residents shouting about locked doors, glitching systems, and spying screens.
One man waves a scorched smart fridge door in the air like a trophy.

---

 PLAZA – MOMENTS LATER

Two uniformed officers push through the media crush — flanking Evelyn as she exits the building.
A detective reads her rights into the nearest mic, the flash of cameras popping like fireworks.

“…suspicion of unlawful surveillance, illegal detention, and reckless endangerment—“

Evelyn doesn’t flinch.
She walks to the waiting cruiser like it’s a chauffeured car.

---

 POLICE CRUISER – CONTINUOUS

Evelyn sits in the back seat, hands cuffed loosely in front of her.
She looks straight into a news camera lens and smiles — a slow, knowing curve of her lips.

---

 STREET OUTSIDE THE PINNACLE – NIGHT

The family stands together under the awning of a closed café, soaked but breathing.
Maya watches the cruiser pull away, the rain streaking down her face indistinguishable from tears.

“It’s over now.” David assures them all.

Maya shakes her head, eyes following the taillights.

“No. She’ll be out before morning.
And when she comes back… she’ll build it better.”

---

Chloe slips her hand into Maya’s. Malik stands beside David, silent.
For the first time all night, they’re still.

The city’s neon reflections ripple in the wet pavement — and somewhere, faintly, a traffic light glitches.


---

Chapter 35:

---

 ATLANTA SKYLINE – DAWN

The city glows under the first pale light.
Steam rises from manhole covers, and the streets are damp from last night’s rain.
It looks calm — almost too calm.

---

 SMALL TEMPORARY APARTMENT – MORNING

The space is bare-bones — secondhand furniture, mismatched mugs.
Maya sits cross-legged on the floor, her laptop balanced on her knees.
Lines of code and encrypted logs fill the screen.

She’s not in flight mode anymore — she’s hunting.

---

David appears in the doorway with two mugs of coffee.
His shoulder is wrapped but healing.

“You’ve been at it since sunrise.”

“It’s not just Nexus.
The same code’s showing up in other networks — smaller systems, residential grids.
It’s spreading.”

---

Malik and Chloe shuffle in, still in pajamas.
Malik drops into a chair beside her, peering at the screen.

“You gonna take them all down?” Malik inquires.

Maya’s eyes stay on the scrolling code.

“We’re not safe if I don’t.”

---

 DOWNTOWN STREET – SAME TIME

A smart billboard across from a crowded bus stop flickers for half a second.
The ad freezes, replaced by a glitch of static — and then a single pixelated eye.

No one notices except a little girl holding her mother’s hand.
She stares up at it until it blinks away.

---

 TEMPORARY APARTMENT – CONTINUOUS

Maya’s fingers stop on the keyboard.
She feels something — a shift in the data.
She leans closer, eyes narrowing as a new anomaly pops into view.

“Hello again.” Maya speaks softly.

The corner of her mouth curves — not fear, but recognition.
The game isn’t over.

---

 
—————————————————————

 THE NEXT SUMMIT  — Two Weeks After the Events of Firewalled

The rain streaked the glass walls of the penthouse conference room, turning the Atlanta skyline into a watercolor of lights. Evelyn stood with her hands clasped behind her back, watching the blurred city breathe.

Her arrest had been brief — almost ceremonial. A fine, a slap on the wrist, some performative headlines. Nexus Dynamics’ lawyers had seen to the rest.

The real punishment had been the board stripping her of operational control. But even that wouldn’t last. She’d built this empire brick by algorithmic brick. They would need her again.

Behind her, the low murmur of voices gathered. Not the old investors — most of them were gone — but a new crop. Younger, hungrier, and less squeamish.

She turned and the chatter died instantly.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, as though no time had passed since her last summit speech, “The Pinnacle was… instructive. But it was never meant to be the endgame.”

She tapped a small control on the table. The room’s windows went opaque, replaced by a shimmering 3D model — not one tower, but four. Interlinked by skybridges, their facades alive with shifting data streams.

“This is The Spire Network. Independent towers, each self-sufficient… but all feeding into a unified core. The mistakes of The Pinnacle? Corrected. The vulnerabilities? Closed. This will be stronger, smarter, and invisible until it’s too late to challenge.”

An investor at the far end cleared his throat. “And public perception? After… the incident?”

Evelyn smiled. “Public perception is a faucet. You turn it off, you turn it on. We’ll sell it as the safest living environment in the country. We’ll make them beg to get in.”

She glanced at the rain outside, now easing into mist.

“Security, technology, comfort,” she said softly. “Still the summit. But this time… there will be no way down.”

The funding vote was unanimous — again.

---


